Odessa: Counter-Idyll

head 3 and looked so tiny in his knee-breeches and cap, after
the havoc he had raised in the hospital.

During my first days in the hospital, I was mystified to find
wet condoms trailing around the room and, not without some
hesitation, finally inquired about them. I learned that they filled
them with water and tied them behind the children's bad ears.
As they never thought of throwing them away but always
simply dropped or draped them wherever they happened to
have been taken off, Vova very soon got hold of them and dis-
covered he could blow them up and explode them. Then he
went on to make them into balloons by blowing them up and
tying them with thread. The nurse who smoked cigarettes and
who was so extraordinarily good at little plays, conceived the
further idea of painting them with faces in mercurochrome.
Everybody was very much pleased.

It was curious to note that even Vova, the most high-spirited
of the children, had in his voice those plaintive cadences which
are a part of the language itself.

The children were always acting, and whenever I was stuck
over the meaning of a Russian word in a book, I had only to
ask a child or a nurse and they would instantly act it out for me
with astonishing resourcefulness and vividness. I have spoken
of the old doctor's declamations 5 I used to think when I first
heard him talk that he was quoting from some play written in
couplets* And the fastidious woman doctor who discovered the
bed-bugs in the chair, would make scenes with the nurses in the
mornings when she came in and found the room in a mess,
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